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Germany vs. Civilization : Notes on the Atrocious War. By 
William Roscoe Thayer. Boston, Houghton Mifflin Company, 
1916. — vi, 238 pp. 

In this volume the scholarly author of The Life and Times of Cavour 
writes less as an historian than as an analyst of human motives. His 
facts are familiar to all who have been diligent in reading current news- 
papers and magazines. Most of the seventeen references in the foot- 
notes are to secondary works. Narrative is subordinated to argument 
and characterization. 

All of the argument is trenchant and much of it is cogent. But some 
of it is far from satisfying. On certain important matters the author 
contents himself with scoring points off the arguments of Germans as 
stated in their most extravagant form, instead of analyzing the whole 
situation and seeking the relative merits of conflicting contentions. 
Thus, he introduces the question of England's responsibility for the war 
by saying : " Still more preposterous is the German insinuation that 
England was the ringleader of the Allies in their plot to overthrow Ger- 
many" (page 168). In answer he omits any references to England's 
diplomacy during the two preceding decades and states merely that 
England's army was small, that she waited until the invasion of Belgium 
before declaring war, and that her preparations for sending troops across 
the Channel were most inadequate (page 169). His phrasing of the 
contention that Germany has promoted the social welfare of her people 
is that " Germany is, on the avowal of its own officials, the Earthly Par- 
adise, dreamt of for ages and yearned for by sorely tried men and women 
of all races, and now at last put into happy operation by the wizards of 
Kultur " (page 193). In reply he enumerates the many races who 
emigrate to the United States rather than to Germany, but fails to sug- 
gest that the two countries differ in respect to the pressure of population 
on subsistence. His only further proof is that Frenchmen are not happy 
in Alsace and Lorraine and that the " number of child suicides in Ger- 
many far exceeds, per capita, that in any other country." " The King- 
dom of Heaven," he says, " is peopled with children. Can it be that a 
brief experience reveals to German children that Germany is not 
heaven?" (page 195). 

It is, however, not so much by argument as by an appraisal of the 
essential characteristics of the German nature that the author explains 
how the war began. " We can," he says, " hardly lay too much stress 
on the German self-conceit as an important element in bringing Ger- 
many to the condition where she would embark exultingly in the atro- 
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cious war " (page 56) . " This war sprang as naturally from the German 
heart and will as a vulture springs from its nest " (page 104). In defi- 
ance of Burke, the author indicts a whole nation. " German mendacity 
bears witness to the insoluble barbaric residue in German nature " 
(page 170). " Low cunning — that is the twin of cruelty in the Prus- 
sianized German nature" (page 164). These attributes of the Ger- 
mans facilitated the long-standing designs of the German Emperor, 
" the Over-War-Lord " who " could be trusted to seize the occasion 
which he had impatiently waited for during many years" (page 129). 

Thus the Atrocious War began, and atrocious in history will be William 
who began it. 

As we imagine him watching his neighbors year after year and waiting 
till he judged the moment ripe for smiting them, we have a vision of the 
butcher who goes out every day to look over his cattle, and even hands 
them wisps of hay to make them believe that he is peaceable and friendly ; 
and then the morning comes when he hurries them off to the shambles. 
Such is the role played by a War-Lord, drunk with ambition for world- 
dominion [page 133]. 

In the chapter on Belgium the author seems to take at face value all 
the charges of cruelty that have been levied against the Germans by 
their enemies. " They compelled wives to look on while their husbands 
were shot, before subjecting the women to outrage worse than death. . . . 
These thorough Huns did not overlook priests. . . . Hellish was their 
conduct towards women — women ? — towards females of any age. . . . 
Nor did horrors stop on the threshold of nunneries" (pages 143-145). 
The evidence on which this description is based is not given in any 
detail. There is only a general reference to the Bryce Report and the 
statements of Professor Bedier. For whatever acts were committed, 
the German Emperor is assumed to be personally responsible. 

Such acts link William of Hohenzollern in the same exorbitance of atroc- 
ity with Nana Sahib of Cawnpore. 

The War-Lord who permitted his army to inflict these horrors upon the 
noncombatant civilians of entire provinces cannot be expected to forbid his 
soldiers in the field to drive women and children before them to screen 
them in the attack ; nor could he be so squeamish as to feel ashamed when 
they fired upon ambulances, or shelled hospital ships [page 145]. 

The amazement with which Germans received the criticisms of their 
methods of warfare is explained in part by the fact that " to a German 
the ' psychology' of every one else is a closed book." What hampers 
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him in understanding other peoples is that " between the German and 
you and me, when he looks at us, there is the mirror, invisible to you 
and me, in which he is doting over his own features." And for this, 
Kultur is held responsible — " Kultur, so repulsively bloated, wearing its 
ego on the outside, as the turtle wears its skeleton, till it becomes thick, 
indurated, and at last, impenetrable" (pages 115-116). Contrasted 
with Kultur is Culture, " which looks beyond itself, sees the best wher- 
ever it exists, recognizes the validity of different standards, and prac- 
tises tolerance without in the least surrendering convictions." 

It is but natural that the author, himself a distinguished scholar, 
should take especial interest in the attitude of German scholars during 
this important period of history. He tells us that among many mani- 
festations of surprise evoked from the Germans by the attitude of 
" civilized people " toward the German treatment of Belgium, " none 
equaled the address issued early in October 19 14, by the Ninety- three 
Intellectuals." 

As heralds of truth, these men, who had enjoyed a reputation as 
pillars of German scholarship, spoke the words they were bidden to speak. 
. . . We shall search in vain for any counterpart to this manifesto, which 
proved, as nothing else could prove, the complete subserviency of the 
German university professors to the Kaiser and his Ring. The Govern- 
ment cracked the whip, and the Ninety-three fell into line, clicked their 
heels together, saluted, and repeated their formulas. Not in our genera- 
tion will German scholarship recover its prestige after such an exhibition. 
We were told that German scholars were impersonal, impartial, objective 
seekers for truth. . . . When we turn back to the works which brought 
these men distinction, we shall see the shadow of suspicion on every page ; 
for we shall remember that the mind which produced them was of such a 
nature — call it essentially unscientific or untruthful — that it adopted eagerly 
the false statements of the address [pages 158-160]. 

Whatever our sympathies toward either of the contending belligerent 
groups in Europe, Mr. Thayer has made it easy for us all to acquit our- 
selves of being moved by partisan bias when we join in his lament that 
writers of history are not objective and dispassionate in war-time. 
Quite unwittingly he has inclined us — even those of us who, like the 
reviewer, were signers of the Address to the Allies, conveying our warm 
sympathy with their cause — to be somewhat more merciful toward those 
German professors whose passion ran away with their impartiality and 
scientific judgment. Our regret is that an American scholar of emi- 
nence should fall a victim to the same forces of unreason. 

Thomas Reed Powell. 



